In the early eighteenth century, a new generation of encyclopedias and encyclopedists began to claim that they could put some version of complete knowledge in hand. John Harris and Ephraim Chambers both believed that some understanding of the relationships between the different branches of knowledge would prove useful not only to the reader but to the continued advancement of knowledge itself. Harris, for example, stressed in 1704 that his Lexicon technicum-England's first self-described "Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences"-was a book "useful to be read carefully over" as well as consulted occasionally, as if by such treatment a reader might come away from it with a sense of knowledge as a totality rather than a mere collection of data.
1
Chambers, editor of the subsequent and far more successful Cyclopaedia (1728), thought that the ancient divisions of knowledge into discrete parts had severely impeded progress, and he positioned his own work as both the symbol and location of a new mode of knowledge production that embraced connectivity. "I do not know whether it might not be for the more general Interest of Learning," he wrote, "to have all the Inclosures and Partitions thrown down, and the whole laid common again, under one distinguished name."
2 The Cyclopaedia attempted to do both; it embraced an even greater number of arts and sciences than Harris's Lexicon and attempted to demonstrate the relationships of their terms and parts with the help of a genealogical tree of knowledge as well as a detailed system of internal cross-references. Both authors executed their works under the assumption that the whole circle of learning could be textually represented and "grasped by an individual mind." In attempting to do that work, the eighteenth-century encyclopedists appropriated a function of what had long been considered the highest form of writing: epic. This chapter examines how these "universal" 3 Worlds Apart: Epic and Encyclopedia in the Augustan Age dictionaries along with the continued expansion of the print market and contemporary constructions of literary history both in Britain and beyond created a set of circumstances in which the Augustans' attempts to defend the high status of the poet furthered the division of literary from non-literary writing. Their defense of the Homeric epic required a reconsideration of the nature of Homer's learning not only with respect to the issues of taste, decorum, and morality at the center of the Querelle d'Homère, but also with regard to modern knowledge production and the work of epic in general.
The works of Alexander Pope are particularly revealing in this light. His translations of Homer and original projects like The Dunciad advanced the autonomy of poetry by using it to identify both what kinds of knowledge should count in the future and how that knowledge should be valued. In other words, Pope attempted to make the discriminating poet rather than the comprehensive poem responsible for mediating complete knowledge as he understood it and as he would have it understood by others. His poetry and prose advanced the decoupling of epic from genuinely encyclopedic completeness and promulgated the now conventional understanding of epic as encyclopedia even as others sought to establish a now forgotten sense of encyclopedia as epic.
The classics remained widely praised for the comprehensive knowledge they supposedly contained long after Bacon's disparagement of Virgil in 1605 and Milton's death in 1674. Thomas Hobbes, for example, deployed the ancient commonplace in the preface to his translations of Homer's Iliad and Odyssey (1677). The two poems, he wrote, contained "the whole learning of his time (which the Greeks call Cyclopaedia)." 4 Pope sounded a similar note in the prefatory matter to his own translation of the Iliad nearly two decades later. Homer, he wrote, possessed "comprehensive Knowledge," and had taken in "the whole Circle of Arts, and the whole Compass of Nature."
5 When Virgil set about writing his own great works, Pope believed, he had but to look to Homer to discover any part of nature. Modern readers, he insisted, could still do the same-provided that they brought to their inquiry taste, discernment, and a correct understanding of the work of the poet.
The Quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns that raged through late seventeenth-century France and defined much of Restoration culture in Britain emerged from already well-established tensions between the humanities and sciences. The Quarrel itself became, as Dan Edelstein writes, "the catalyst that precipitated the Enlightenment narrative. By obliging its participants to consider how the present compared with the distant past, the Quarrel provided both an opportunity for
